
Survivor
G

uilt: Surpassing
Siblings, F

riends and Strangers 

It is often assum
ed that people are eager to be the "w

inners" in social com
parison and contests in life, how

ev-
er, our prior research on survivor guilt and psychological problem

s has consistently (and cross-culturally) show
n

quite the opposite; there is a dow
nside to w

inning, and a high proneness to survivor guilt, that is guilt about sur-
passing others, is significantly linked to depression. A

s a highly social m
am

m
al, w

e live in large and stable social
groups in part held together by m

utual cooperation and sharing. S
urvivor guilt plays a part in this story; as a social

em
otion it serves as a proxim

ate m
otivator, a part of the leveling m

echanism
 holding our social groups together. 

In the present study w
e presented 246 participants w

ith a scenario in w
hich the m

ain character, a college stu-
dent, w

as m
ore successful than a second character, also a college student. T

here w
ere three conditions; each dif-

fered only in the relationship that the second character had to the m
ain character. In one condition he w

as a sib-
ling; in the second he w

as a best friend; and in the third he w
as a stranger. T

he participants w
ho each read one

scenario, w
rote narratives in response to questions about the scenario. T

hese narratives w
ere then rated by clini-

cal psychologists, fam
iliar w

ith the constructs.  O
ur results dem

onstrate that people are feel significantly m
ore sur-

vivor guilt tow
ards fam

ily and friends than tow
ards strangers, how

ever pleasure at achievem
ent w

as inhibited
across all groups. M

en and w
om

en differed significantly in proneness to survivor guilt according to ratings. W
hile

there w
as no significant m

ain effect for ethnic group, there w
as an interaction betw

een ethnicity and experim
ental

condition. 
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Tw
o trained clinical psychologists, w

orking
independently, read each narrative and rated
them

 on a Likert-type scale for the degree to
w

hich the responses reflected expressions of sur-
vivor guilt. T

he reliability of the tw
o clinicians’rat-

ings w
as .78. T

he average of the tw
o raters w

as
used as the final survivor guilt rating.
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A
nalysis of variance w

ere used to com
pare

survivor guilt ratings betw
een experim

ental condi-
tions (fam

ily, friend, or stranger scenarios) and

betw
een genders and ethnic groups of partici-

pants. T
here w

as a statistically significant m
ain

effect for the scenario condition (p <
 .001). P

ost
hoc com

parisons found that survivor guilt ratings
w

ere significantly low
er in the stranger scenario

than in either the fam
ily or the friend scenario.

T
here w

as also a significant m
ain effect for gen-

der (p <
 .01), w

ith fem
ale participants rated signifi-

cantly higher in survivor guilt than m
ale partici-

pants across scenarios. M
ean survivor guilt rat-

ings for m
en and w

om
en are show

n in Table 1 for
each scenario.

W
e com

pared survivor guilt ratings to the sce-
narios am

ong three ethnic groups: E
uropean

A
m

ericans, Latin A
m

ericans, and A
sian

A
m

ericans. T
here w

as no significant m
ain effect

for ethnicity, but there w
as a significant interaction

betw
een ethnicity and experim

ental condition (p <
.05). Table 2 show

s m
ean survivor guilt ratings for

each ethnic group according to scenario. T
he sig-

nificant interaction w
as due to the m

uch low
er sur-

vivor guilt ratings in the stranger scenario for the
E

uropean A
m

erican participants.
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N
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 (IG
Q

-67) R
E

SU
LT

S
P

articipants’narrative responses as rated by
experts correlated w

ith participants scores on IG
Q

subscales of S
urvivor G

uilt (r =
 .16, p =

 .04) and
O

m
nipotent R

esponsibility G
uilt (r =

 .19, p =
 .01)

subscales of the IG
Q

-67. T
his suggested that the

IG
Q

-67, used in prior studies as a m
easure of

guilt-proneness, w
as predictive of how

 participants
behaved in a particular situation.

T
he three ethnic groups w

ere com
pared on

the subscales of the IG
Q

-67. T
here w

ere no sig-
nificant differences on O

m
nipotent G

uilt but the
Latin A

m
erican (H

ispanic) group w
as significantly

low
er on S

urvivor G
uilt than both the E

uropean
A

m
erican and A

sian A
m

erican participants. M
eans

of the ethnic groups on S
urvivor G

uilt are show
n

in Table 3.
M

ales and fem
ales w

ere com
pared on the

IG
Q

-67 subscales. F
em

ales w
ere significantly

higher than m
ales on O

m
nipotent R

esponsibility

G
uilt (p <

 .05).  T
here w

as no significant differ-
ence betw

een m
ales and fem

ales on S
urvivor

G
uilt. C

orrelations w
ere com

puted betw
een the

IG
Q

-67 subscales and the F
am

ily, F
riend, and

S
trangers subscales of the D

ispositional A
ltruism

m
easure. S

urvivor G
uilt did not correlate signifi-

cantly w
ith altruism

, either in the entire sam
ple or

am
ong fem

ales or m
ales separately. O

m
nipotent

R
esponsibility G

uilt, how
ever, correlated signifi-

cantly w
ith altruism

 to fam
ily and friends am

ong
m

ales, but not am
ong fem

ales. 
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A
m

ean w
ord count dem

onstrated no differ-
ences betw

een participants’responses in length,
according to condition. A

ccording to the LIW
C

,
(S

ee Table 4) there w
ere no differences betw

een
the conditions in affect in general. H

ow
ever, there

w
ere significantly m

ore negative affect w
orks

m
entioned w

ith siblings than w
ith strangers

(p<
.05); there w

ere significantly m
ore anxiety

w
ords m

entioned w
ith siblings siblings that w

ith
friends and strangers (p<

.05); there w
ere signifi-

cantly m
ore sadness w

ords w
ith siblings than w

ith
friends and strangers (p<

.05); there w
ere signifi-

cantly m
ore positive affect w

ords w
ith strangers

than w
ith siblings and friends (p<

.05); and there
w

ere significantly m
ore inhibition w

ords w
ith

friends than w
ith brothers and strangers (p<

.05).
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In another rating task, tw
o relatively untrained

psychology students read a subsam
ple of 87 ran-

dom
 narrative responses independently. T

hey
each found no significant differences betw

een the
three conditions, in the lack of expression of posi-
tive em

otion, O
ne rater found 35%

 of this subset
of responses and one rater found 38%

 of this sub-
set expressed no positive em

otion w
hatsoever,

despite the scenarios describing the m
ain charac-

ter’s great personal success. 
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Introduction

R
esults

E
m

pathy-based altruism
, a fundam

ental hum
an m

otivation, has
been som

ew
hat concealed from

 psychology by the em
phasis on the

self-centered and negative factors in m
ental life, still favored by m

any
in both the academ

ic and professional branches of our field. Indeed
m

any follow
ers of D

arw
in and F

reud alike continue to agree that peo-
ple are driven by conscious and unconscious com

petition and aggres-
sion, w

hereas follow
ing a shifting paradigm

, (A
llm

an, H
akeem

, &
W

atson, 2002; K
ihlstom

, 2001; K
eltner, 2001; O

’C
onnor, 2000;

O
’C

onnor, B
erry, W

eiss, &
 G

ilbert, 2002; S
inger, K

iebel, W
inston,

D
olan, &

 F
rith, 2004; W

eiss, 1993) and supported by contem
porary

cognitive science, w
e found in the clinic and em

pirical studies, the
m

ind m
ay be m

ore prosocial and altruistic than previously considered.
F

or a decade w
e studied altruism

 indirectly, seen through the lens
of interpersonal guilt, or w

orry about harm
ing others. U

sing the
Interpersonal G

uilt Q
uestionnaire (IG

Q
-67), w

e dem
onstrated signifi-

cant correlations betw
een an exaggerated sense of responsibility for

the w
ell-being of others, and depression and other psychological prob-

lem
s, verifying the im

portance of altruistic m
otivation in clients, even

w
hen sham

e, fear of negative evaluation, or other indicators of self-
interest appeared on the surface to be m

ore relevant to presenting
problem

s. In num
erous studies, data confirm

ed that w
orry about others

predicted depression, w
hen controlling for m

ore self-centered con-
cerns. W

e found survivor guilt particularly im
portant, both in the clinic,

and in our em
pirical investigations, and in addition our cross-cultural

studies suggested survivor guilt m
ight be a universal construct w

orthy
of broader attention.

S
urvivor guilt is a subtle but com

m
on em

otion, based on the belief
that one w

ill m
ake others feel inadequate, sim

ply by com
parison, if

one is successful in w
ork, relationships, or other realm

s of life. P
eople

are often uncom
fortable w

hen they feel better off than others. F
or

exam
ple w

hen people surpass siblings or parents in occupational suc-
cess, or in their choice of relationship partner, or w

hen they see
strangers begging on the street, there is a tendency to feel discom

fort
at the reality, or at the m

ere idea, that they are better off than others.
A

s hom
o sapien has been show

n to have a rem
arkable capacity to

detect cheaters (C
osm

ides &
 Tooby, 1992), survivor guilt seem

s to be
a form

 of "cheater detection turned inw
ard."  T

he ability to detect
cheaters is a cognitive capacity, dem

onstrated to appear early in life,
evolved in higher prim

ates living in larger cooperative social groups in
w

hich sharing is a m
ost adaptive strategy. R

ecently B
rosnan and de

W
aal (2003) discovered a related leveling m

echanism
 in m

onkeys,
"inequity aversion:" F

airness, as m
anifested by internal rules and the

discom
fort of survivor guilt, operates in the daily life of college stu-

dents, m
aking it difficult for a student to enjoy success, w

hen som
eone

near them
 is failing. 

In a new
 line of research w

e have begun to study study survivor
guilt in ordinary life.  W

hile survivor guilt in its m
ore exaggerated m

ani-
festations m

ay lead to paralysis and even depression,  it is so com
-

m
on and part of our daily lives, that w

e knew
 w

e could find it any-
w

here, and thus began in our ow
n backyard. T

he present experim
ental

study is part of this effort.
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T
here w

ere 152 w
om

en, 93 m
en and 1 unspecified as to gender

participants in this study, all in a large psychology class at a m
ajor

urban university. E
thnicities included: 83 (34.2%

) E
uropean A

m
erican;

70 (28.8%
) A

sian A
m

ericans; 39 (16%
) H

ispanics; 33 (13.6%
) m

ixed,
and a variety of other m

uch sm
aller groups, w

hich w
e did not use for

data analysis due to group size. A
ges ranged from

 18 to 83, w
ith the

m
ean age of 20.62. 

IN
ST

R
U

M
E

N
T

S
•

T
he Interpersonal G

uilt Q
uestionnaire (IG

Q
-67; O

’C
onnor, B

erry, 
W

eiss, B
ush &

 S
am

pson, 1997)
•

T
he Interpersonal G

uilt R
ater’s S

cale
•

T
he D

ispositional A
ltruism

 S
cale (D

A
S

; B
erry &

 O
’C

onnor, 2003)
•

T
he Interpersonal R

eactivity S
cale (IR

S
; D

avis, 
•

T
he Linguistic Inquiry W

ord C
ount (LIW

C
; P

ennebaker, 2001)
P

R
O

C
E

D
U

R
E

S
W

e created three scenarios in w
hich a college student w

ho w
ant-

ed to be a psychology m
ajor did very w

ell in a psychology course,
w

hile som
eone else did badly. T

here w
ere three conditions, w

ith the
identical scenario, the only difference being the relationship of the col-
lege student to a second college student in the story w

ho did badly in
the psychology course: In condition one, the student w

ho did badly
w

as an older brother (sibling); in condition tw
o, the person w

as a
close m

ale friend; and in condition three, the person w
as a stranger

w
ho sat next to the student in the class. 

P
articipants w

ere each random
ly assigned one scenario, along

w
ith the other questionnaires. T

he participant read the scenario then

w
rote a narrative in response to several questions w

e asked about the
story

T
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R
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D
IT

IO
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Joe is a second year student at S
tate U

. H
e is planning on m

ajor-
ing in P

sychology, and hopes to go to graduate school. H
e hasn’t yet

decided if he w
ill becom

e a clinical or research psychologist. H
e’s

alw
ays enjoyed being w

ith people, has m
any friends, and is often the

person w
ho  friends seek out w

hen they are upset and w
ant som

eone
thoughtful to talk to. 

Joe is currently taking a class in abnorm
al psychology, and is in a

study group w
ith seven other students. O

ne of his good friends,
R

obert, is also in the study group, and like Joe, R
obert is hoping to

m
ajor in psychology and to go on to graduate school. T

he study group
m

et all sem
ester, review

ing m
aterial, preparing for the quizzes,

m
idterm

s and final exam
. Joe know

s that grades are im
portant and he

studies hard. H
e is w

orried about R
obert because recently R

obert has
been distracted by a problem

 w
ith his girlfriend, he doesn’t seem

 to be
studying m

uch, and he’s m
issed quite a few

 study group m
eetings.

Joe suspects that R
obert m

ight be partying too m
uch over the w

eek-
ends.A

w
eek after the final exam

, results are posted outside the psych
departm

ent office, before grades are sent out. Joe goes over to see
how

 he did, and w
as relieved to see that he scored in the top 1%

 of
the class. H

ow
ever, he noticed that R

obert scored below
 the 50%

m
ark. T

H
E

N
 W

E
 A

S
K

E
D

 T
H

E
S

E
 Q

U
E

S
T

IO
N

S
:

P
lease describe all the thoughts and feelings that you think Joe m

ight
have had, as he looked at the exam

 results. T
hen describe w

hat you
think Joe m

ight do,after seeing the results. 

M
ethods

D
iscussion

T
he results of this experim

ental study of college
students’feelings during a relatively com

m
on situa-

tion in their daily life suggests that survivor guilt,
broadly defined, is an em

otion that extends w
ell

beyond the areas in w
hich it has been considered

and em
pirically studied: It has been thought of as a

feeling people have in the w
ake of the death of a

loved one, or a proneness to a general guilt-state
associated w

ith psychopathology. Instead, these
results dem

onstrate that survivor guilt is a com
m

on
em

otion that m
ay lead to inhibition of pleasure, even

at the m
om

ents of great achievem
ent, at the

m
om

ents of w
inning in social com

parison. S
urvivor

guilt appears to be a cross-cultural and cross-gender
em

otion, and to serve as a m
echanism

 by w
hich

social groups m
aintain a degree of equality. S

urvivor
guilt serves as a proxim

ate m
otivating for sharing, a

necessary part of the econom
ic life of ours and sev-

eral other higher ape species. T
he larger evolution-

ary purpose w
e suggest relates to holding the larger,

m
ore stable hom

o sapiens social group together,
and indeed this em

otion seem
s to be m

ost highly
developed in our species. S

urvivor guilt is subtle; w
e

often don’t know
 w

e feel it, until w
e have done

som
ething to bring ourselves dow

n a bit, to "level the
playing field," to m

ake things m
ore "equal." 

T
his study suggests that w

e feel significantly
m

ore survivor guilt w
hen w

e feel better off than a
fam

ily m
em

ber, but w
e also feel responsible and

even guilty w
hen w

e surpass a stranger. M
any of our

participants, w
hen speaking of the student they did

not know
, said things like "I should have found a w

ay
to help him

." T
his seem

ed to us quite rem
arkable,

about our fundam
ental hum

an m
otivations, and how

far psychology has been from
 understanding hum

an
m

otivation, as it has focused so heavily on our self-
centered interests, w

hich m
ay be  m

ore often on
conscious, w

hile our concern about others m
ay be

just under the surface, and less accessible to our
conscious cognitive processes. R

ecent w
ork in neu-

roscience m
ay support this. 

T
he results of this study support the evolutionary

hypothesis that em
pathy-based altruism

 is extended
to fam

ily and friends, based on inclusive fitness the-
ory and reciprocal altruism

. H
ow

ever w
hile there

w
ere significant differences in the am

ount of survivor
guilt m

easured using m
ultiple m

ethods, in response
to siblings (inclusive fitness) and friends (reciprocal
altruism

) than tow
ards strangers, w

e found extensive
discom

fort, inhibition of joy at achievem
ent, w

hen in
the stranger condition. T

his counters the evolutionary
hypotheses for altruism

 and suggests that m
ultilevel

selection theory m
ight be considered in our efforts to

understand survivor guilt. W
e suggest that prone-

ness to survivor guilt in m
odest degree, m

ay not only
serve to im

prove individual fitness, but m
ay also be

im
portant in betw

een group com
petition. 

E
PA

R
G

E
m

otion, P
ersonality and A

ltruism
R

esearch G
roup

2728 D
urant A

venue
B

erkeley, C
A

94704 
http://65.205.237.47/w

right/E
P

A
R

G
/


